General practitioners and alcohol use disorders: quantity without quality.
General medical practitioners are essential for the prevention, diagnosis, and management of alcohol use disorders. Studies to examine medical practice in this field, however, are very rare. A cross-sectional study involving 2010 patients seen by a sample of 145 general practitioners in the Auvergne region of central France was conducted on a given day in May 1998. The purpose of the study was to evaluate the prevalence of alcohol use disorders (using the DSM-IV diagnostic criteria for alcohol abuse or dependence and the CAGE questionnaire) and so to estimate the proportion of nonsomatic alcohol-related care dispensed. Sixteen percent of patients consulting their general practitioner had an alcohol problem, 27% of men and 5% of women. On average, a quarter of these patients had not been previously identified by the physician. Diagnosis seemed particularly difficult in women: 11% of women aged between 36 and 45 had an alcohol-related problem that went unidentified in 60% of cases. Care for alcohol-related health problems was therefore seriously inadequate. In one third of cases, patients with a diagnosed alcohol-related problem were not followed up by the physician for that problem. Two thirds received no medication, and in more than 80% of cases the physician did not refer to a specialist or prescribe admission to a specialized hospital ward. These results underline the diagnostic and therapeutic difficulties experienced by general practitioners. This study has led to the establishment of a pilot health care network for patients suffering from alcohol use disorders. This network involves voluntary doctors who have been trained and are better paid for their services. Care protocols have been established to which these practitioners have to adhere.